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THE EISKYKLEMA IN THE ERETRIAN THEATRE 



Plates III-V 



In the course of the excavations at Eretria, which were con- 
ducted by the American School in the winter of 1891, while 
clearing the part of the stage-building that lies above the 
vaulted passage to the north of the oldest stage, I came upon 
an arrangement which has long remained a riddle. 1 

North of the central door of the old slcene, and at right angles 
to it, lay two parallel lines of slabs or plates of bluish marble 
(Plates III-V, and Figures 1 and 2). 2 These lines of slabs 
lay almost directly above the outer walls of the vaulted passage, 
and at the southern end touched the sill a little inside the 
place for the door-jambs, slightly below the surface of the 
sill. On the west side the marble slabs were badly broken, 
and the earth which had sunk along that side at this point 
had thrown the pieces out of line. The slabs were still fur- 
ther disturbed by a couple of workmen, who had not heard 

1 Am. Jour. Arch., First Series, VII, pp. 253 ff. and plan, pi. xi. For the ac- 
count of the excavation of the wings and parasJcenia, see ibid. X, pp. 338 ff., with 
pis. xviii and xix, and XI, pp. 317 ff., with pis. i-iii. These articles and plates 
are repeated in the Papers of the American School of Classical Studies at 
Athens, vol. VI, 1897, pp. 76 ff. and pi. iv ; pp. 135 ff. and pis. xii-xv. 

2 To represent the marble slabs as they were found even with the ancient 
level, I have attempted (Fig. 1) to restore -the ground floor of the stage-building, 
which is 3.66 m. higher than the orchestra. Whether the entire flank-chambers 
are later than the first enlargement of the slcene does not concern us here, as 
the level remained the same after the second period : cf. Am. Jour. Arch. VII, 
p. 263 (Papers, etc., vol. VI, 1897, p. 86). By an error in my plans of 1891, 
Am. Jour. Arch., First Series, VII, pi. xi (Papers, etc., vol. VI, pi. iv), the floor 
level of the old slcene was placed as much above the later level as it should have 
been below the same. 
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my orders to leave all objects in situ. It appears, however, 
quite safe to restore them as on the other side, although 
it has not been possible to obtain accurate measurements here. 1 
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Figure 1. — Eisktklema in the Eretrian Theatre. 



The two lines were irregularly broken off before reaching 
the bases, and continued a little further on the west side than 

1 Photographs taken of this part of the building shortly after the marble 
slabs were discovered failed to develop sufficiently to be printed. The two 
photographs on Plate V were taken by Mr. Gordon Oswald on the last day 
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on the east. It was evident that they had once gone further, 
as the last block on the west side was broken and the lost 
end had been carried away, while in the last block on the east 
side the swallow-tail clamp-holes clearly indicated that another 
plate had once joined it here. Another slab of the same length 
would bring us beyond the central bases, and if my theory of 
the use of these slabs is correct, these parallel lines of marble 
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Figure 2. — Vaulted Passage and Foundations for Eiskyklema, 

plates originally must have extended to the proskenion front 
(see Fig. 1). Over the proskenion itself the track may have 
been of wood as well as the floor. 



of the campaign, March 18, 1891 ; those on Plates III and IV, and on Fig. 3, 
by Dr. Dorpfeld, May 5, 1891. The slabs do not appear on later photographs 
to my knowledge. The south end piece on the west side, which was thrown 
about by the men, I placed against the scenae frons east of vaulted passage, to 
be photographed and later brought to the local museum for safe keeping (see 
Plate V). 

On my visit in June, 1898, only the front end of the east line was found 
remaining. 
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The pressure of the earth behind precipitated the upper part 
of the scenae frons, and partly carried with it the objects above, 
and partly laid bare on a slanting line the masonry behind. 

Now, when the plunderers came they had little difficulty in 
getting the marble and building materials from the front part, 
but, as they went further back, the objects on the ancient level 




Figure 3. — Vaulted Passage in the Theatre at Eretria. 



were buried deeper, and baffled their attempts. This accounts 
for the better preservation of the remoter parts, while the front 
was largely stripped. Slabs that could not be got entire were 
broken and a part taken, as in the west line. On the east side, 
the last slab taken was wrenched loose, and carried with it the 
iron clamps that had held it to its neighbor. 

The plates are 0.38 m. wide, and about 0.08 m. thick; they 
are carefully smoothed on top, a little rounded on the sides, 
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and somewhat rough underneath. The plates were firmly em- 
bedded in the hard-trodden ground, even with the ancient 
level. Along the middle runs a smooth and shallow groove 
0.05 m. wide at the top, and 0.04 m. at the bottom, and 
0.009 m. deep (see Fig. 2). 

It requires time to harmonize all the facts of an excavation. 
Most of my attention was given, in the preparation of my report, 
to the fundamental questions, which were really more difficult 
than they seem after they have been generally accepted. Being, 
in 1891, uncertain whether these slabs were late or contempora- 
neous with the parts into which they were built, or what their 
relation to the rest was, I determined to omit the consideration 
of them from the Preliminary Report of 1891 in the hope that 
further excavation might throw some light upon this point. 
Nothing like this had been found before, and none of the visit- 
ing archaeologists could offer a satisfactory solution. 

There are many reasons for abandoning the idea, which was 
suggested by some, that this is a late feature. In the first 
place, there is no trace or evidence that the building was occu- 
pied for any other purpose after it was disused as a theatre. 
Then the slabs lay in the ancient level, as is shown by the 
threshold and bases. The material and the workmanship are 
apparently the same as in the marble parts of the theatre. The 
abnormal distance between the middle bases can hardly be in- 
tended to minimize the pressure on the vault below, which is 
sufficiently massive to bear the weight, but must rather be 
attributed to a desire, for some reason, to get a wider space 
between the columns. 

It first occurred to me that the grooves were intended to 
hold upright boards or the planks of partition-walls. In that 
case there would have been in the ceiling similar grooves, prob- 
ably of wood. But it is difficult to see the object of dividing 
off a narrow corridor through the middle of the hall. At the 
same time, we should have expected that such partitions would 
have been placed in line with the columns on the bases in front. 
As the door-sill is 3.24 or possibly 3.38 m. long, and the proba- 
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ble distance between the columns about 3.60 m., a very slight 
widening would have brought the partitions into lines with the 
columns. Then grooves for the purpose of holding uprights 
are cut square and the sides and bottom left rough, while these 
have slanting sides and seem to have been worn smooth. 

The front wall of the skene on the upper level is hopelessly 
gone, and we can only surmise the form and size of the open- 
ing upon the podium of the proskenion. The wide door-sill of 
the old skene, the still wider intercolumium over the vaulted 
passage, the width between the parallel lines of marble plates 
(to say nothing of the stately doorway, if the mediae valvae 
omatus habeant aulae regiae) indicate that the opening upon 
the proskenion must at least have ^been as large as the door of 
the old skene. Fortunately we are not left to conjecture 
altogether. In restoring the Greek theatre at Oropos, Dr. 
Dorpfeld finds a high and wide door in the corresponding 
place. 1 The architrave is not continued over the entrance, 
and bracket-shaped consoles support the running triglyph- 
frieze. Dr. Dorpfeld's restoration is undoubtedly correct, and 
it will be necessary to adopt a similar arrangement at Eretria, 
although we shall differ as to the purpose. The doorway 
was, as we have reason to believe, at least 3 m. wide, and to 
avoid appearing out of proportion in the most conspicuous 
place in the theatre, it was probably somewhat higher. 

It will readily be seen that grooved marble plates in the form 
of ours, which are firmly fastened in the ground and bound to 
each other by iron clamps, could easily have done service as a 
track for a heavy car. This kind of rail, first of wood, and 
later protected by strips of iron, was used for a century and a 
half in the coal mines of England before the invention of the 
raised rail and the flanged wheel. In mines and street rail- 
ways elsewhere it is still met with occasionally. 2 If it were not 

1 Das Griechische Theater, p. 108. 

2 Perhaps it was similar to an arrangement I noticed in the streets of Liver- 
pool in the summer of 1898. The track is made with a groove along the middle 
and rolling surfaces on both sides, and, to correspond, the wheel has a flange 
between two tires. 
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for the ease with which it gathers dirt, this form would seem 
especially adapted to places requiring a level surface for other 
traffic. In the Greek theatre no form could better have suited 
the end in view. It was firm and smooth and offered no im- 
pediment, whereas a raised edge would be a serious inconven- 
ience in acting. 

In other theatres where the corresponding flooring was of 
wood the track also would have been of wood, and would have 
perished without leaving a trace behind. At Eretria we owe 
the fortunate preservation of this feature to the fact that the 
floor is of earth. If the ekkyklema belonged to the orchestra 
level, as is urged by Dorpfeld and others, there is no reason 
why traces of it should not have been found in the numerous 
theatres excavated up to date, especially as that level is rarely 
disturbed. But the track for it cannot be found in situ where 
it never existed. The supposition is further disproved by the 
lack of ample doorways on the lower level. 1 

From the dramatists, as well as from the grammarians, we 
learn that there was a contrivance called ekkyklema. Pollux, 
after enumerating the different devices employed in the Greek 
theatre, goes on (IV. 128) teal to fxev ifCKVfcXrj/jLa iirl %v\<ov 
v^rrjkov fidOpov, oS iTTL/cetTCU dpovos • heUvvai Se tcl vtto a/crjvrjv ev 
tolls oIiclclls airopprjra irpa\QivTa. ical to prj/ia tov epyov icakel- 
tcli i/cKV/cXelv. e<£' oh Se eicrdyeTac to i/acv/cXTj/jLa, ela/cv/cXiy/jLa, 
ovofxd^eTcu* /cat %pr) tovto voecadac tcaO' ifcdaTrjv Ovpav, oiovel 
k&6\ ifcdcrrrjv oltclav : 4 It was a high wooden structure or plat- 
form on wheels, used for exhibiting to the spectators scenes 

1 Dr. Dorpfeld places upon the upper level the machine or crane used in 
bringing gods upon the scene (8ebs atrb firixavrjs, etc.) ; I would place here 
the £KKtiK\r}fj.a. He explains his view, in a letter which I have received from 
him since -this article was written, as follows: "Ihre Erklarung ist darin 
unzweifelhaft richtig, dass dort oben etwas gefahren worden ist. Nur glaube ich 
nicht dass es das Ekkyklema war, schon weil ich auf diese Maschine (mindestens 
fur das V. Jahrh.) nicht gtetuben kann. Es gab damals nur eine Maschine, 
namlich der Krahn, vermittelst dessen die Eliegenden erschienen. . . . Ich 
glaube dass die Vorrichtung in Eretria dazu diente, um Wagen in der Hohe 
erscheinen zu lassen. Die Gbtter erschienen oft oben iiber dem Proskenion auf 
Wagen und dass dazu Geleise notwendig oder wenigstens erwiinscht waren, ist 
leicht einzusehen." 
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that had taken place within. That upon which it moved was 
called eiskyklema. We may have one at each of the three 
doors of the skene (as these, so to speak, represented the homes 
of the actors).' In most cases, no doubt, it was sufficient to 
have one at the middle door, and it is perhaps no accident that 
the plays seem to bear out this view. But it is evident that it 
was necessary to have a track in order to bear the heavy 
weight and to direct the car to the desired position. 

It must have been difficult to keep a smooth and hard sur- 
face on the earthen floor at Eretria. When heavily loaded 
the wheels would have cut into the ground and the car would 
have moved with difficulty. There would also have been 
danger of colliding with the door-posts or other objects in the 
neighborhood. At the same time it was important that the 
ekkyhlema should move with the utmost ease and smoothness, 
without a jolt or jar, especially as the scenes in w r hich it is 
said to have been used often exhibited characters in attitudes 
of repose. Therefore a grooved track on which it could roll 
safely and almost noiselessly would contribute to its success 

as a theatrical invention. 

Andkew Fossum. 

NORTHFIELD, MlNN. 
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THEATRE AT ERETRIA, 1891 



